Abstract: California has a recently documented problem of trans-national environmental lead exposures in imported foods from Mexico but there is limited health information available in immigrant communities about this problem. This report highlights collaborative work with English as a Second Language (ESL) learners to critically review research data on lead exposures and reframe prevention messages about lead contamination of imported foods. These messages are now integrated into ESL curricula for dissemination to Spanish-speaking populations that are disproportionately affected by lead poisoning. This 'learners as interpreters' approach is a participatory method that can be applied across a wide range of public health activities. ESL learners emerged as ideal partners in developing curriculum for lead poisoning prevention for several reasons: the parents expressed strong interest in lead poisoning prevention, several have children under age 6 when lead screenings are recommended, and many have emigrated from regions in Mexico where lead hazards were identified. (Global Health Promotion, 2009; 16(3): pp. 53-58) 
Introduction
In many circumstances, environmental health risks are not visible in the community, such as when the harmful effects of exposures are insidious or when there is no visible physical hazard or waste site on which to focus community-engaged environmental efforts. California has been the site of a recently documented problem of trans-national lead exposure that is not linked to usual industrial and paint-related sources, but instead to environmental contamination of imported foods (1, 2) , curative agents (3), cosmetics (4) and candies (5) . The invisibility of these contamination sources creates challenges for communities to engage in environmental health promotion efforts, particularly for the migrant communities disproportionately affected by imported food-related lead hazards (1) . The fact that, in this instance, the transmission of lead-contaminated products is occurring in the context of a bi-directional, bi-national envios system (6) whose purpose is to maintain trans-national family and cultural connectivity heightens the need to directly involve the affected populations in a truly collaborative manner.
We report on an ongoing program (Familias Sin Plomo/Families without Lead Curriculum Project), a partnership between local adult ESL (English-asa-Second-Language) learners and teachers, adult literacy researchers, and public health researchers. Together, we developed adult ESL curriculum materials that promote community engagement within Mexican migrant communities with respect to lead contamination from imported foods. Harnessing the adult ESL classroom setting is strategic in that: (i) many learners view their ESL programs as trusted sources of advice and support around personal matters, including health (7), (ii) ESL programs provide important access to information and advocacy support to learners who do not benefit from English-based health education materials, clinic services and/or media campaigns (8) (9) (10) and (iii) the ESL classroom provides a unique, non-clinical setting for genuine dialogue to occur among individuals who are both representative of immigrant populations as well as likely to become community change agents. This report highlights collaborative work with participants in an Oakland, Californiabased family literacy program. The program predominantly serves Latina mothers from Mexico, ages 20-50 years and with relatively little formal education (averaging 6 to 9 years of school). The ESL learners emerged as ideal partners for several reasons: parents expressed strong interest in lead poisoning prevention; several have children under age 6 when lead screenings are recommended; and many have emigrated from regions in Mexico (Michoacán, Oaxaca) where lead hazards have been identified (12, 13) .
Program description
Our ESL curriculum is designed to increase the capacity of adult ESL learners to address their health concerns and to generate lead poisoning prevention curricula and targeted health messages about food related lead sources for dissemination through local and state programs, and eventually to affected regions outside the USA. To our knowledge, there are no existing health education materials that address the unique sources of lead risk for Mexican migrant communities. The integration of practical materials, such as lead prevention fact sheets, into adult literacy instruction is a well-established approach in education (14) . Such classroom activities promote learner awareness and exploration of health resources (e.g. FAQs, websites). It is much less common, however, to find resources that support learner participation in the interpretation of health information (11, (15) (16) (17) (18) . From a literacy perspective, 'learners as interpreters' builds on the idea that reading is an interactive process that can promote learners' awareness of the need for social change (18) (19) .This kind of active engagement is particularly critical for beginning adult literacy learners whose intellectual and life experience resources are often overshadowed by public discourse around what individuals with limited English or literacy cannot do (20) . From a health promotion perspective, engaging 'learners as interpreters' is a participatory method of inquiry that can be applied across a wide range of public health activities (21) .
As shown in Table 1 and other local public health and clinic-based programs.
• Dissemination of curriculum and activities at state-wide meetings in ESL, lead poisoning prevention, and other related public health and clinical services programs.
(Continued) (also relevant to chronic diseases prevention).
* In this example, we used focus group data but this step also can be based on use of existing health education materials, such as fact sheets pamphlets, short videos.
their own experience, further facilitated by questions such as: What information do you think is important to share with others? Does this story remind you of your own story? Next, the learners formed small groups to compose and act out short role-plays in which they became the characters. Finally, the learners discussed which performances would be helpful in stimulating dialogue around lead toxicity issues in their broader community in Oakland and for other immigrants in California.
Discussion
The ultimate goals of our project are to stimulate immigrant learners' critical awareness of the complexity of health information (in this case about lead poisoning) and to give them a say in how prevention messages are communicated. In our initial work, learners demonstrated they could offer important interpretations about the complexity of identifying contaminants from global sources, the impact on food practices, and the gendered sense of responsibility in making safe food choices. Now we are disseminating this learner-interpreted curriculum across a wider community of ESL classrooms. The process of learners as interpreters demonstrates how the narrative text can lay the groundwork for generating further ESL curriculum, and already the students in this project have asked for similar health materials about prevention of childhood obesity. We believe that this kind of engaged understanding is vital to the development of preventive health messages and educational programs. As well, such approaches to generating health messages collaboratively also can increase a community's public health literacy, which may result in community actions for improving health that were not anticipated (22) . Because of the need to respect cultural practices around food, and the inherent value of supporting immigrants in their efforts to stay connected to their communities of origin (6), we believe such participatory approaches are critical as well as applicable to a wide range of health promotion activities.
